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ABSTRACT
THE PERCEPTION OF LEADERS: A COMPETITIVE TEST OF SOCIAL
EXCHANGE THEORY AND EQUITY THEORY
Daniel T. Dick, MA
Communication Department
Northern Illinois University, 2015
David D. Henningsen, Director

Social exchange theory and equity theory were used to examine the perception of leaders
in a small group context. Participants (n = 154), involved in a semester long group project
assessed their leaders contributions to the task and maintenance of the group using measures
gauging social exchange and equity forces. These measures were regressed onto desire to work
with the leader again in the future. Overall, the results indicate greater support for social
exchange theory.
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THE PERCEPTION OF LEADERS: A COMPETITIVE TEST OF SOCIAL
EXCHANGE THOERY AND EQUITY THEORY

Introduction
One of the more influential theories in organizational communication is leader-member
exchange theory. A key premise of LMX theory is that the exchange relationships between
superiors and subordinates have an influence on organizational outcomes (Dansereau et al.,
1975; Graen, 1976; Graen & Scandura, 1987). For example, the quality of leader-member
exchanges have been associated with greater satisfaction (Volmer, Niessen, Spurk, Linz, &
Abele, 2011), performance (Liden, Wayne, & Stillwell, 1993), productivity (Graen & Ginsburgh,
1977; Graen, Liden, & Hoel, 1982; Loi, Ngo, Zhang, & Lau, 2011; Van Breukelen, Van Der
Leeden, Wesselius, & Hoes, 2012), organizational commitment (Gerstner & Day, 1997; Sias,
2005) and superior performance ratings (Liden & Graen, 1980) than low-quality exchanges.
According to LMX, the exchanges between leaders and members are defined as high or
low quality (Dansereau et al., 1975). High quality exchanges between leaders and members are
characterized by more respect, attention, liking and mutual trust, greater amounts of support, and
less direct supervision (Dansereau et al., 1975; Dienesch & Liden, 1986; Graen & Cashman,
1975; Graen & Schiemann, 1978; VanBreukelen, Schyns, & LeBlanc, 2006; Dulebohn,
Bommer, Liden, Brouer, & Ferris, 2011; Horan, Chory, Carton, Miller, & Raposo, 2013). Low
quality exchange relationships, on the other hand, are characterized by more formality and
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downward influence, less work-related support and trust, and lower rewards (Dansereau et al.,
1975; Dienesch & Liden, 1986; VanBreukelen et al., 2006; Dulebohn et al., 2011; Horan et al.,
2013).
In this study, the forces that may determine whether group members perceive leadermember exchanges as high or low quality are explored. Social exchange theory (Thibaut &
Kelley, 1959) and equity theory (Walster, Berscheid, & Walster, 1973) are considered as
competing theoretical mechanisms to explain group members’ evaluations of their leaders. These
evaluations reflect the perception of group members of the leader-member exchange relationship.
The goal of this study is to establish whether social exchange or equity forces, or both, influence
impressions of the exchange relationship between leaders and members.
The contributions of individuals to a group have been identified as fulfilling task (i.e.,
focused on completing the job) or maintenance (i.e., focused on maintaining relationships)
functions (Bales, 1953). In this study, leader’s maintenance and task contributions to the group
will be evaluated by members to determine how they influence perceptions of the exchange
relationship with the leaders. Social exchange and equity forces will be considered in turn.
Social Exchange Theory
Social exchange theory proposes that relationships are evaluated on the basis of costbenefit analyses (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Group members’ seek to maximize rewards and
minimize costs they gain and incur from their groups. The theory explores satisfaction with and
commitment to the group.
There are three key explanatory elements of the theory: A group member’s comparison
level (i.e., CL), their comparison level for alternatives (i.e., CLalt), and outcomes (Thibaut &
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Kelly, 1959). CL is a standard representing what group members feel their rewards relative to
their costs should be from the group. The CLalt refers to a group member’s evaluation of
alternative options to what they are currently receiving (i.e., alternative group memberships).
Outcomes are the group member’s evaluation of results of group membership (i.e., if goals are
met or not). Members are satisfied with their groups when their CL is lower than their outcomes
(i.e., they get more than they expect). They are dissatisfied when the CL is perceived to exceed
their outcomes (i.e., they believe they could have done better in an alternative condition). Social
exchange theory also looks at commitment to remaining in a group. Social exchange theory
proposes members are not committed to groups when their CLalt exceeds their outcomes but are
committed when the CLalt is equal or less than their outcomes (Thibaut & Kelly, 1979).
Equity theory will now be considered offering a different perspective.
Equity Theory
Equity theory is another exchange theory used to explain relational satisfaction within
interpersonal relationships (Adams, 1963). The theory proposes that individuals are motivated to
pursue balanced relationships (e.g., Walster et al., 1973). To determine fairness, people compare
the ratio of their rewards to costs within their relationship to the same ratio for others in the
relationship; if the ratios are equal, then the relationship is perceived as equitable. In contrast,
individuals may be underbenefitted or overbenefitted.
According to equity theory individuals who perceive themselves as underbenefited (i.e.,
they perceive their rewards to cost ratio is lower than that of their partners) or overbenefited (i.e.,
they perceive their rewards to cost ratio is higher than that of their partners) will experience
distress, (Walster et al., 1973). This distress leads to efforts to restore equity within
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the relationship. When there is inequity, members are dissatisfied with the relationship and seek
to restore equity through adjustment of outputs or inputs or to exit the relationship. In equitable
relationships people are satisfied with and committed to the relationship. We next consider how
leader-member exchanges can be explained using social exchange and equity theory.
LMX Framework
LMX suggests that differential exchange relationships exist between leaders and
subordinates that vary with respect to quality, ranging from high (i.e., in-group relationships) to
low (i.e., out-group relationships) (Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975; Lamude, Scudder,
Simmons, & Torres, 2004; Van Breukelen et al., 2006; Dulebohn et al., 2011; Horan et al.,
2013). Superiors do not utilize the same approach in managing all subordinates but instead
develop and maintain unique relationships with each subordinate (Dansereau et al., 1975; Graen
& Cashman, 1975; Graen, Novak, & Sommerkamp, 1982; Graen & Scandura, 1987; Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995; Liden & Graen, 1980; Mueller & Lee, 2002). Because of limited time and
energy, superiors selectively distribute personal and organizational resources (e.g., decision
making, tasks, and support) based on subordinates’ differing needs and contributions within the
organization.
LMX indicates leaders and group members both give more and get more from high
quality exchange relationships than from low quality exchange relationships (Dansereau et al.,
1975; Lamude, Scudder, & Simmons, 2000; Mueller & Lee, 2002; Van Breukelen et al., 2006;
Dulebohn et al., 2011; Horan et al., 2013). Leaders do not interact with each individual
subordinate in exactly the same way. Instead, each leader-member dyad shares a unique
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relationship. LMX was chosen as a framework in this study because it highlights the importance
of the exchange relationship between leaders and members.
Two of the major benefits of a high-quality LMX relationship are increased satisfaction
and productivity (Volmer, Niessen, Spurk, Linz, & Abele, 2011; Graen & Ginsburgh, 1977;
Graen, Liden, & Hoel, 1982; Loi, Ngo, Zhang, & Lau, 2011; Van Breukelen, Van Der Leeden,
Wesselius, & Hoes, 2012). As noted earlier, social exchange theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959)
and equity theory (Walster et al., 1973) each provide a mechanism for understanding how
exchange relationships predict satisfaction within relationships. In the current study, the
competing theoretical explanations are tested for how well they predict the leader-member
exchange relationships.
As noted, members with high quality exchange relationships with their leaders receive
more from their leaders (Dansereau et al., 1975; Dienesch & Liden, 1986; Graen & Cashman,
1975; Graen & Schiemann, 1978). It may be, consistent with social exchange theory, that group
members evaluate their relationship with their leader based on how much they receive from the
leader. However, members with high quality exchanges also tend to commit more resources as
well (Dansereau et al., 1975; Dienesch & Liden, 1986; Graen & Cashman, 1975; Graen &
Schiemann, 1978). This may signify that as leaders contribute more their group members
contribute more resources in an effort to maintain an equitable relationship. These possibilities
are considered in the next section.
Attraction Within Groups
Henningsen, Henningsen, and Booth (2013) studied social exchange and equity forces in
groups. The authors found that attraction to individual group members was predicted by social
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exchange forces, while attraction to the group itself was predicted by equity forces. With regard
to leadership, the study raises the question of whether group members view the exchange
relationship with their leaders as more similar to their perceptions of the group as a whole or to
their perceptions of another group member.
One issue with Henningsen et al. (2013) concerns how they measured social exchange
predictors of relationships. Rather than using a reference to group members’ comparison level of
alternatives, the study compared group members’ perceptions of their own and the other group
members contributions. In the current study, social exchange forces are assessed making
reference to group members’ expectations for group leaders (i.e., their comparison level). Equity
forces, in contrast, are measured using the comparison of group members’ perceptions of their
own contributions to that of the leader.
Henningsen et al. (2013) further examined how both task performance (i.e., task
functions) and maintenance behaviors (i.e., maintenance functions) within the group contribute
to attraction to the group and its members. They found task functoins were predictors of social
attraction when the differences in the task contributions of the individual and the other group
members were smallest (Henningsen et al., 2013). These findings were more in line with equity
theory. Henningsen et al. (2013) also found that participants liked members who exceeded their
own contributions to the task and maintenance functions of the group without regard to equity.
These findings suggest that more can be learned from group member exchanges and perceptions
of leaders within groups. In the present study, competing hypotheses testing social exchange and
equity predictions looking at both task and maintenance performance are offered.
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H1: Group members will report more desire to work with a leader the more the leader’s
contributions exceed the member’s expectations.
H2: Group members will report less desire to work with a leader as the relationship is
perceived of as more inequitable.
H3: Group members will evaluate a leader more favorably the more the leader’s
contributions exceed their expectations.
H4: Group members will evaluate leaders less favorably as the relationship is perceived
of as more inequitable relationships
McWorthy and Henningsen (2014) found that perceptions of superiors’ quality are
influenced by appreciation, respect, or high regard for another individual in the relationship, but
that the use of authority, control, or power seemed unrelated to perceptions of superiors’ quality.
This may indicate that maintenance behaviors are more likely to positively influence the
perception of a leader by their members. A research question is proposed regarding whether
task or maintenance functions more strongly predict member perceptions of leaders.
RQ1: Do task or maintenance functions more strongly predict member perceptions of
leaders?
Method
Participants
A total of 154 undergraduates (Age: M = 21.74, SD = 3.52) in upper level
communication courses at a large Midwestern university participated in this study.
Approximately 60 percent of participants were Caucasian American, 19 percent were African
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American, and 11 percent were Latino/a American, with no other ethnicity accounting for more
than six percent of the sample. The sample was 57 percent men and 43 percent women.
Design
Participants worked in groups as part of upper level communication courses. The groups
lasted the duration of a semester. Each group leader selected his or her group members after
conducting interviews of all the students in their class. Group responsibilities included a semester
long group project involving work with a community organization as well as weekly
assignments. After the completion of all graded work, but before participants knew their final
grades, group members filled out a questionnaire assessing their leaders task and maintenance
behaviors relative to their expectations for the leader and relative to perceptions of their own
contributions. Further, they evaluated the leader’s performance, and assessed their willingness to
work with the leader again in the future.
Measures
Task behaviors. Measures used to assess individual’s perceptions of task contributions
by the leader relative to the member’s expectations for the leader provide an assessment of social
exchange forces. Four items using a five point scale, with items anchored at 1 for being “well
below my expectations” and 5 being “well above my expectations” were used to assess leader
task contributions (See table 1). The midpoint of the scale, midpoint =3, signifies the leader met
the group members expectations (i.e., CL). Higher scores reflected more greatly exceeding
expectations, M = 4.30, SD = .86, α = .94.
Individuals also evaluated the task contributions of their leaders relative to their own task
contributions to assess equity forces. All items were measured on a five point scale, with items
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anchored at 1 for being “well below my contribution” and 5 being “well above my contribution”
(See table 1). The midpoint of the scale, midpoint = 3, was set as a leader’s contribution to task
functions matching that of the group member. Lower and higher scores reflected greater
inequtity, M = 3.78, SD = 1.09, α = .97. According to the theory, exceeding equity should
produce no different reaction than underperforming equity so scores were adjusted so that
respones given as four or five were recoded as two and one respectively. Three, the scale
midpoint reflecting leader contribution matching that of the group member, was therefore the
highest score and reflected being in an equitable relationship.
Table 1
Task Behavior Questions

Questionnaire Measures

Q1. Considering the contributions YOUR LEADER made to completing the group tasks (i.e.,
paper, presentation, homeworks) how would you evaluate their performance?

Q2. Considering the effort YOUR LEADER put forth to help the group in completing the
group tasks (i.e., paper, presentation, homeworks) how would you evaluate their performance?

Q3. Considering the actual work YOUR LEADER performed to help complete the group tasks
(i.e., paper, presentation, homeworks) how would you evaluate their performance?

Q4. Considering the time YOUR LEADER committed to helping complete the group tasks
(i.e., paper, presentation, homeworks) how would you evaluate their performance?
Note. Responses consider member expectations reflecting what they feel the group leader should
contribute regardless of what anyone else did.
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Maintenance behaviors. Similarly, maintenance behaviors used four measures anchored
at 1 and 5 were used to assess how the leader was perceived to contribute to maintaining the
group. (See table 2). The midpoint of the scale, midpoint = 3, signifies the leader met the group
member’s expectations (i.e., CL). Higher scores reflected more greatly exceeding expectations,
M = 4.34, SD = .81, α = 0.94 Comparisons to expectations for the leader were used to assess
social exchange forces with regard to maintenance.
Individuals compared the maintenance contributions of leaders to their own maintenance
contributions to assess equity. All items were measured on a five point scale, with midpoint = 3,
set at a leader’s contribution to maintenance functions matching that of the group member, M =
3.92, SD = 0.92, α = .95. Lower and higher scores reflected inequitable relations (See table 2).
Table 2
Maintenance Behavior Questions

Questionnaire Measures
Q 1. Considering the contributions YOUR LEADER made to maintaining group harmony,
how would you evaluate their performance?
Q 2. Considering the effort YOUR LEADER put forth to help the group maintain good
relations how would you evaluate their performance?
Q3. Considering the things YOUR LEADER did to help the group maintain harmonious
relations would you evaluate their performance?
Q4. Considering the time YOUR LEADER committed to helping the group members get along
with one another how would you evaluate their performance?
Note. Responses consider member expectations reflecting what they feel the group leader should
contribute regardless of what anyone else did.
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According to the equity theory (Walster et al., 1973), exceeding equity should produce no
different reaction than being underbenefitted so scores were adjusted so that respones given as
four or five were recoded as two and one respectively. Three, the scale midpoint reflecting a
leader contribution matching that of the group member, was therefore the highest adjusted score
and reflected equity.
Leader evaluations. Measures used to assess leader performance included items
reflecting participants’ perceptions of how likely they would be to want to work with their leader
again in the future, how likely they would be to want their leader to work as a group member
with them in a future group, if they would rather work with a stranger over their leader, and if
they would rather work alone than with the leader. All items were scored on a five point scale, M
= 4.17, SD = 1.04, α = .90.
Group members were further asked to give a grade for their leader’s performance ranging
from F to A+. Each letter grade was coded from 0 to 12 with higher scores reflecting better
grades, M = 10.70, SD = 1.72.

Correlations
In order to determine the relationship among the main variables in this study, the
correlations among the predictor variables were calculated. The results indicated statistically
significant relationships between each of the predictor variables. (See Table 3).
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Table 3
Correlations Among Predictor Variables

Social Exchange
Task

Social Exchange
Task

Equity Task

Social Exchange
Maintenance

Equity
Maintenance

1

.582*

.652*

.477*

1

.345*

.796*

1

.530*

Equity Task
Social Exchange
Maintenance
Equity
Maintenance
* p < .05,

1

Results
Desire to Work with Leader
A regression was performed regressing desire to work with the leaders onto the social
exchange and equity measures of both task and maintenance behaviors. Overall, the regression
was significant, R = .78, p < .05.
Social exchange. Hypothesis 1 stated group members will report more desire to work
with a leader in the future as the leader’s contributions exceed their expectations. Significant
effects were found for both task (β = .63, p < .05) and maintenance (β = .20, p <.05) measures.
These findings support Hypothesis 1.
Equity. Hypothesis 2 stated group members will report more desire to work with a leader
in equitable than in inequitable relationships. A significant effect (β = .17, p < .05) was found for
the equity measure of task behaviors, but the maintenance measure did not produce a significant
effect (β = -.05, p = .59). These findings do not fully support Hypothesis 2.
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Leader Evaluation
A regression was performed regressing evaluation of leaders onto the social exchange
and equity measures of both task and maintenance behaviors. Overall, the regression was
significant, R = .89, p < .05.
Hypothesis 3 stated group members will evaluate a leader more favorably as the leader’s
contributions exceed their expectations. Significant effects were found for task (β = .81, p < .05)
and maintenance (β = .16, p < .05) perceptions based on social exchange forces. These findings
support Hypothesis 3.
Hypothesis 4 stated group members will evaluate leaders more favorably in equitable
than in inequitable relationships. Neither perceptions of task contributions (β = .06, p = .35) nor
maintenance contributions (β = .11, p = .07) based on equity forces had a significant effect on
leader evaluations. These findings do not support Hypothesis 4.
Discussion
The goal of the study was to investigate how group members’ perceptions of leaders’ task
and maintenance contributions influenced the leader-member exchange relationship. As group
leader’s perceived contributions increased relative to participant’s expectations for both task and
maintenance functions, group members formed more favorable impressions of the leader and
reported a greater desire to work with them in the future. Perceptions of task, but not
maintenance behaviors, produced the hypothesized effects for equity forces on the desire to work
with the leader again. Neither perceptions of equity for task or for maintenance behaviors
significantly predicted evaluations of leaders.
Theoretical Implications
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Henningsen, et al. (2013) argue that attraction to the group (i.e., social attraction) is more
prone to equity than to market forces while attraction to individual group members (i.e., personal
attraction) adheres more to social exchange forces. Based on the findings in this study, leadermember exchange relationships seem more in line with personal attraction than social attraction.
Equity theory was only supported in that equity measures of leader’s task behaviors significantly
predicted the desire to work with the leader. Social exchange forces were supported for both
desire to work with the leader again in the future and for evaluations of leaders.
Considering LMX, high quality exchanges may be more likely if leaders focus on social
exchange principles. As noted, LMX relationships display increased rewards and costs for both
leaders and members. However, according to the findings in this study, group members do not
favor a balanced relationship with the group leader. Rather, leaders garner more favorable
evaluations as they contribute more to the group member. Thus, it appears that LMX exchange
relationships are social exchange relationships rather than equity relationships.
Practical Implications
The results are informative for the application of LMX in the workplace. The results
indicate that members of teams prefer leaders who exceed their expected contributions in line
with the predictions of social exchange theory. This is useful to business leaders It indicates
they need to recognize group members’ expectations for them and how members perceive they
meet those expectations.
Task behaviors appear to be better predictors of perceptions of leaders. Business leaders
can take this into consideration when balancing behaviors. Focusing on maintenance behaviors
such as emotional support has its benefits, but task based behaviors were better indicators of
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leader evaluations in this study. This implies that leaders will be perceived as more effective if
they focus on task behaviors and exceed the expectations of the group. This can be accomplished
in two ways. Leaders can either deliver more than their followers’ expectations , or they can
somehow lower expectations of the followers. It is important to note that doing more than the
followers expect may be the easiest option as lowering expectations is not always an easy thing
to do and may, in itself, have negative effects. This implies when a leader is very charismatic or
has set the bar high it creates a difficult situation for the leader to meet or exceed expectations.
Limitations and Directions for Future Research
The measures used to evaluate behaviors in this study used perceptions of behavior rather
than the coding of actual behaviors in groups. Although it can be argued how behaviors are
perceived may be as important as the nature of the acts themselves, research that examines both
measures of behavior and perceptions of behavior would provide a fuller picture of leadermember exchanges.
In addition, it is problematic to draw conclusions based solely on student groups. Because
student groups complete a specific group task in a relatively limited amount of time, they offer a
valuable opportunity to study groups dealing with tasks that have real world consequences.
However, student groups have issues with external validity due to the structure of the classroom.
Student groups have the benefit of a worst case scenario being a low grade. Further, students
know their group relationships end as the semester ends. Real life situations have implications
such as stalling promotion opportunities, losing face with long term work relationships, or even
losing a job.
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